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Tanya Marcuse’s Swich Licour

I’m opening my old Sontag and sitting in the sun. There it is on page 13: “The hunters have 
Hasselblads instead of Winchesters.” Maybe it’s all still true, that “the camera is the subli-
mation of the gun,” but somehow I’m no longer sure. They say more pictures were made in 
the last year than in the entire history of photography. Everyone’s photographing everything 
all the time, and the streets aren’t littered with corpses. In fact photography in the hands of 
every man woman and child feels increasingly celebratory. The pace of positive assertions 
being beamed into view is outstripping Sontag’s sense of the photograph as memento mori. 
Mostly they are memento vivere. It turns out that if you believe “to take a photograph is to 
participate in another person’s (or thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability,” you might have 
to contact a professional. 

I recommend Tanya Marcuse. Her work has always stared, flashing-eyed, at the shrouds and 
claddings of the world as it fends off decay. She is like an excellent undertaker, preserving and 
memorializing the earth’s efforts to give up and go. And in Fallen, her new large-scale color 
photographs, she models her methods on the undertaker in Moby Dick, full of affection for 
the potential of his craft. When Ahab points out that he never sings while hammering coffins, 
he responds, “Sing, Sir? Do I sing? Oh, I’m indifferent enough, Sir, for that; but the reason why 
the grave-digger made music must have been because there was none in his spade, Sir. But 
the calking mallet is full of it. Hark to it.“ Fallen is the work of a coffin-maker in love with the 
sound of her hammer. And of a gardener intoxicated watching the liquor rise in her apples. 
These pictures are gathered, not hunted. And the prints feel so suffused with “swich licour” it 
is believable that they are made of phosphorescent cider instead of Epson ink. The gardeners 
have 4 x 5’s and scanners.

From 2005-2007 Marcuse made platinum prints of apple trees. The pictures are indexical 
and direct. They feel like seeing. Her new work, the mercurial, molded still lives in Fallen, take 
place at the bases of those old trees, and in looking down, beyond the spirit level bubble of 
the horizon line, seem like feeling. The pictures are constructed, on tiny sets strewn around 
her life and her property. They are outside the gamut of what a normal gatherer could hope 
to find. They’re too sugary, too rich. They feel like the high-pitched assemblages of Freder-
ick Sommer, who knew how to pack meaning into a frame and said of his process: “If I could 
find them in nature I would photograph them. I make them because through photography 
I have a knowledge of things that can‘t be found.” Or is said to have said. I’m having a hard 
time confirming the attribution. Luckily in the Fallen world there is no truth. There is only 
accuracy, certainty, and feeling. No one asked Richard Dadd if the tiny creatures making hay 
in Fairy Feller’s Master-Stroke were true. They were so utterly vivid, so storied, so real, that 
the question of truth must’ve felt disingenuous. (Dadd did claim that Osiris made him murder 
his father, but that’s another story.) No one fact-checked Hieronymus Bosch. Tanya Marcuse’s 
swollen supermax still lives reek of reality like a Bosch. They’re not surreal, but subreal, down 
in the composting wormwood beneath our feet. They’re x-rays of the earth’s crust. And it 
turns out there’s nothing but art down there. Jackson Pollocks fold into Zurburans. Archim-
boldos decompose. The earth is a photograph of what we cast off.

Tim Davis, Fall 2013


